A Citizen's Guide to
Transportation
Decisionmaling




Introduction

ave you ever wondered how decisions s
H are made about transportation
: projects that affect your life? How do

government officids decide where to put a
bus stop, road, or bridge? How are these and
other transportation projects planned? And
how can you make sure your opinions are
heard and considered by the planners, road
designers, dected officials, and other citizens?

The Federd Highway Administration (FHWA) |
and Federa Transt Adminigtration (FTA)
wrote this guide to give you the answversto
these and other transportation-related The Federal Highway
questions. We hope this guide will help Administration (FHWA)
you understand how transportation
decisions are made a the local, State, and
nationa levels. We believe that the better
citizens understand the transportation
decisonmaking process, the more certain it
iswe will have a trangportation system that
is safe, efficient, and respongve to public
needs and concerns about their
communities and the naturd environment.

and Federal Transit
Administration (FTA) are
part of the U.S.
Department of
Transportation (USDOT).

USDOT is a Federal
Government agency that
funds, sets policy for
safety, and provides other
guidance for
transportation by air,
highways, rail, transit, and
water.







How the Decisionmaking Starts

or many of us, trangportation projects
F seem to come from nowhere. Others
may vaguely remember a project
“promised” years ago. Too often, too many
people have negative impressons of how
trangportation projects come aboui.

Instead, try comparing the transportation
decisonmaking process to the cregtive

process for producing a piece of pottery. The
potter begins with amass of clay and an idea
for the find cregtion-but as the mass begins
to take shape, there are changes and
adjustments that have to be made, with some
clay added here and there. You, the public, are
involved in the shaping and adding to make
the creetion as beautiful and useful as
posshle. We, a the FHWA and FTA, want, and
look forward to, your involvement from the
beginning to the end of each trangportation
project.

Transportation affects aimost every aspect of a
person's life. With your help, the FHWA and
FTA can do our part to keep the U.S.
trangportation system one of the safest and
mogt efficient in the world! We aso want the
system to be one of the most community and
environmentdly friendly as well. Please read
this guide, and contact us with any questions
you may have.




This guide only discusses
Federal requirements for
the transportation
decisionmaking process.
The Federal role is to
provide funds, standards,
and planning for State and
local decisions. The States,
Metropolitan Planning
Organizations (MPOs), and
transit operators make
project decisions. There
are other State, regional,
and local rules and
requirements affecting
transportation decisions
that are not discussed in
this guide.




The Basics of Transportation
Decisionmaking

h @ magine any ground trangportation:
I train, car, bicycle, -
wheelchair, or foot. Now,

think about your favorite way to
travel. Which would you use to get
to your destination? Are you
satisfied with your choice? Will
you have any problems usng this
method? Would you like more
options?

The process of identifying
transportation problems and
looking for solutions to those
problems is cdled transportation
planning. '
Trangportation planning is the job ',
of professonds who study and
work out the best ways to get you
to...

® where you live,

©® where you work,

@ where you shop,

@ where your kids go to school,

® where you take vacations, and

... anywhere else you need to go.




Current
Transportation
System

@® Local governments carry out many
trangportation planning functions, such as
scheduling improvements and maintenance
for local streets and roads.

® Transit agencies are public and private
organizations that provide transportation for
the public. Public transportation includes
buses, subways, light rail, commuter rall,
monorail, passenger ferryboats, trolleys,
inclined railways, and people movers.

@ The Federal Government (U.S. DOT)
reviews the transportation planning and
project activities of the MPQs and State
DOTs. The Federa Government aso provides
advice and training on trangportation topics,
ranging from pavement technology, to design,
to efficient operaions of highway and trangt
systems. The Federd Government aso
supplies critica funding needed for
trangportation planning and projects. At least
every two years, the Federa Government
approves projects planned for construction
by the State DOTs and other State agencies
using Federd funds.
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Different Transportation Plans and
Programs

! efore trangportation planners sart, the
citizens and officids of aregion or a State
=t MUS have a long-term vison for
transportation in that area. A vison plan provides
broad gods for what the region or State will ook
like and reflects what is important for the future.

To develop a vision, you need to consider severa

characteristics of your region, State, or

metropolitan area-and how you expect

these characteristics to change over the next Some transportation plans

several years. Here are some characteristics focus strictly on

to consider: transportation, while others
are more general, with

® Projeded pOpU|ati0n growth transportation just one part

@ Projected economic changes of a larger plan for green
_ space, parks, and other
® Current and future transportation uses. Transportation

needs (air, bicycle, bus, rail, roads,

A planning processes often
pedestrian, and water)

are complicated because of

® Soety the need to cover entire
State and metropolitan
@ Me_‘.!"j[ena"ce of trangportation transportation systems. A
fealities State plan will also include
® Presarving the human and natura regional, metropolitan, and
environment other local transportation

plans.

® Qudity of life




Usudly, the firgt product after the long-range
plan is a Statewide Transportation
Improvement Program (STIP) or an
MPO's Transportation Improvement
Program (TIP). These improvement
programs are usualy developed on a 2-year
cycle. They contain individud transportation
improvements and projects. All projects
must be part of an improvement program to
be implemented. The following chart
illugtrates which organizaions tend to use
the various plans and projects.

Plan Use by Organization®

Vision Long-Range TiPs Project
Organization | Planning | Plans . Planning

*Plan development is the collective responsibility of the MPO, transit operator and State DOT.
Project planning may be done by these and other organizations.

R R




Funding Transportation Projects

efore States and MPOs can make improvements in

your ared s trangportation system, they must identify

funds that will be readily available over the three-to-
five-year life of the Trangportation Improvement Program. Just
as an individua would budget money for short-term family
and home expenses, MPOs and States alocate funds for
specific trangportation projects. STIPs and TIPs are important
documents for budgeting the funds needed to make these
trangportation improvements possible.




@ Put your name on a mailing list to receive
newdetters, updates, and other information
from the MPOs and State DOT s.

@ Attend meetings of locd transportation
boards.

@® Provide your input on transportation
plans.

@® Volunteer to serve on acitizen focus group
or citizens advisory committee,

@ Ask a transportation officid to attend
your Rotary clubs, NAACP, Kiwanis clubs,
community organizations, schools, and
other civic organizations and explain the
ProCess.

® Find out wha spedific public involvement
opportunities are available in your area by
contacting your MPO, State DOT, trangt
agency, loca government, and Federd
Government.

Remember tha vison plans, long-range
transportation plans, and transportation
improvement programs are the key documents
that come from trangportation planning. These
documents are used to build the foundation for
individua transportation projects. They are dl
part of the big transportation picture and are
important to your trangportation future. Get
involved!




Project Development

F@ ml he next step after trangportation
: I | planning is project development,
which is adso known as project

planning in many aress. Project development
occurs on individua projects, ranging in Sze
from smdl (such as new lane dtriping) to very
large (for example, anew trangt project or
highway). But whether amdl or large, most
projects must first go through the
transportation planning process, appear in
the TIP and/or STIP, have some citizen
involvement, and be approved by
trangportation officias. The project
development processis critical because it
links the planning process with the actud
project location, design, and eventud
congtruction.
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Goals of Project Development and the

NEPA Process

The gods of the project development stage
areto find out where a project is located
and what it looks like.

Projects that come through a
transportation planning process will

eventualy be closely looked at to see how

they might impact the community, the
neturd environment, and our hedth and
welfare. Before any project can move
forward to congtruction, the FHWA and
FTA may address and comply with more
than 40 laws rdated to safety and the
environment. These: laws cover socid,
economic, and environmenta (SEE)
concerns ranging from community
cohesion to threatened and endangered
species.To get through this detailed
process, FHWA and FTA use the National
Environmental  Policy Act (NEPA) process
to evaluate al SEE concerns with each
individua project.

The National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA), enacted
in 1969, requires that any
activity or project receiving
Federal funding or other
Federal approvals
{including transportation
projects) undergo this
analysis of potential
impacts. Under NEPA,
FHWA and FTA work closely
with other Federal agencies
and State, local, and Tribal
governments; public and
private organizations; and
the public to understand a
project’s impact. This
process involves striking a
delicate balance among
many different factors—
mobility needs, economic
prosperity, health and
environmental protection,
community and
neighborhood preservation,
and quality of life for
present and future
generations.
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Documenting Decisions

t is important for government
I offidds to carefully evduate the

choices avalable to them when
meaking trangportation decisons. This is why
FHWA and FTA (along with your State DOT)
aways document their work and decisons
for the public and for
government agencies to review
and provide input. We prepare
documents before and after
decisions are made 0
everyone can see why the
decisions were made and can
aso provide input.

In addition to the
documentation just
mentioned, FHWA and FTA
also prepare documents to
meet  NEPA requirements.
Since every transportation
project is different, and some
are more complex than others,
FHWA and FTA prepare one or
more of the following
documents for a proposed
project to conform with NEPA
requirements.
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@ Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) are
prepared for Federd actions that have a sgnificant
effect on the human and naturd environmen.

® Draft EIS (DEIS) and Final EIS (FEIS) are disclosure
documents that provide a full description of the
proposed project, the existing environment, and
andysis of the anticipated beneficia and adverse
environmenta effects of dl reasonable dternatives.

® Categorical Exclusions (CE) are prepared for Federa
actions that do not have a sgnificant human and
naturd environmenta  effect.

® Environmental Assessments (EA) are prepared for
Federd actions where it is not clearly known how
sgnificant the environmenta impact might be. If, after
preparing an Environmenta Assessment, it is
determined that the project’s impact is sgnificant, an
Environmenta Impact Statement is then prepared. If
not, a finding of “no ggnificant impact” is
documented.

@ Record of Decision (ROD) is a concise decision
document for an environmenta impact statement that
states the decision (selected alternative or choice),
other dternatives considered, and mitigation adopted
for the sdlected aternative or choice.

® Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) is a
satement indicating that a project was found to have
no sgnificant impacts on the quaity of the human
environment and for which an environmenta
statement will therefore not be prepared.




In preparing an EIS, CE, or EA for projects, FHWA
and FTA must consder dl of the relevant SEE
impacts and pursue public involvement. In
consdering the potential SEE impacts of a project
or activity, FHWA and FTA work with other Federal,
State, and loca agencies to consder their interests.

Although the sze and complexity of the three
levels of NEPA documentation are different, they
al serve the same purpose-to achieve better
decisons by making the impact of choices known
and by involving you, the public, in making
trangportation decisions.

Project Development Process

~ Categorical
_ Exclusion

Environmental

~ Assessment




Your Role in Project
Development

our participation in each step of the
transportation planning process is

key to finding good solutions. You
aso have an important role in project
development. You will have history and
knowledge about your local area that
trangportation officias might not have, and
you know what is important to you about
your community Your views and ideas about
proposed trangportation solutions at the
project development dtage are critical.

Remember, project development is about
finding a location and developing a design
for how the project will look and work.
Perhaps you can recommend ways to avoid,
lessen, or compensate for an impact. We call
this mitigation. Or you may be able to
recommend some specid or additiond
features that may benefit your community.
These are caled enhancements. Mitigation
and enhancements are discussed during
project development.




You can help your

planning organization and
State DOT develop
methods to get your
viewpoint. if there are
better ways to reach your
groups, please let us
know.

Jugt as with trangportation planning, you
should get your name put on the project
mailing lig, atend medtings, and invite
a trangportation officid to your
meetings. During this phase, a ditizens
advisory committee may be formed to
give the community direct access to the
project staff and input to the process. On
larger projects, you can expect the
sponsoring agency to have public
hearings, meetings, and/or workshops in
the project area




We recommend that you get involved early to
have the grestest impact on developing
trangportation solutions. Your input, whether
verba or written, is needed early in the
transportation decisonmaking process to
help shape the qudity of life for your
community.

The transportation
decisionmaking process is
like a train with a certain
number of stops.

You Gan Make a Difference What If three peope board

at every stop, and each
person gets a vote on
where the train should
stop. The longer you wait

We want you and your family to get to and to board and vote, the

You are essentid to the trangportation
decisonmaking process. The earlier you get
involved, the greater your influence will be.

from work, school, and play safdly and on  EIERSTIRERY

time. Please, help us to serve you better. influence the train route.

Thank you! It is possible to influence a
. . roject outcome from the

To find out where you can get involved, :tarlt itis more difficult

contact your FHWA and FTA office, local ) U "

transportation plamning  organization, or when you join thé process

State Department of Transportation. in the latter stages.




4 N7 ~

| don't have time. [ just wanted a

: Il wait until :
TRANSPORTAHDN there’s a project in bicycle lane!
PLANMING | my community.
MEETING

e 168

Planning
FHWA www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/planning.htm
FTA www.fta.dot.gov/office/planning

NEI'A

FHWA www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/nepa.htm
FTA www.fta.dot.gov/office/planning/envr.htm

Public I nvolvement

FHWA www.thwa.dot.gov/environment/pubinv2.htm
FTA www.fta.dot.gov/office/planning/pi.htm




Glossary

Citizens Advisory Committee-representative stakeholders that meet
regularly to discuss issues of common concern, such as transportation,
and to advise sponsoring agency officiads. These groups effectively
interact between citizens and their government.

Categorical Exclusion (CE)-an action that does not individualy or
cumulatively have a sgnificant impact on the human environment.
This Categoricd Excluson does not require an Environmenta
Assessment nor an Environmental Impact Statement.

Enhancements-activities that assst communities reach socid,
cultura, aesthetic and environmenta gods as well as hep harmonize
the transportation system with the community Enhancements are part
of the mitigation for project impacts and can include bike and
pedestrian trails, renovating streetscapes, and scenic beautification.

Environmental Assessment (EA)—an interim decision document
prepared for an action where the significance of socid, economic, or
environmental impact is not clearly established. If the action is
determined to have Sgnificant impact, an Environmental Impact
Statement is then prepared. If no significant impact is determined, a
finding of no sgnificant impact is prepared.

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)-a  document, required
under the National Environmenta Policy Act, prepared for an action
that is likdy to have sgnificant impact. This document summerizes the
magjor environmental impacts, outlines issues, examines reasongble
dternaives, and arrives a arecord of decison, identifying the sdected
dternative for the project.




Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)—a branch of the United
States Department of Transportation that administers the Federa-aid
Highway Program, providing financid assistance to states to congtruct
and improve highways, urban and rura roads, and bridges. The FHWA
aso adminigters the Federd Lands Highway Program that provides
access to and within national forests, nationa parks, Indian
reservations and other public lands. The FHWA is headquartered in
Washington, DC, with field offices across the country, including one in
each State.

Federal Trangt Administration (FM)-a branch of the United States
Department of Transportation that is the principal source of Federa
financid assgtance to America's communities for the planning,
development, and improvement of public or mass trangportation
systems. FTA provides leadership, technical assistance, and financid
resources for safe, technologically advanced public transportation to
enhance mobility and accessihility, to improve the Nation's
communities and naturd environment, and to drengthen the nationa
economy. The FTA is headquartered in Washington, DC, with regiond
offices in Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, Dalas, Denver, Kansas City, New
York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Sesttle.

Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI)-a statement indicating
that a project was found to have no significant impacts on the quaity
of the human environment and for which an environmental Statement
will therefore not be prepared.
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Long-Range Transportation Plan-a document resulting from a
regiond or statewide process of collaboration and consensus on a
region or State’s trangportation system. This document serves as the
defining vision for the region’s or Stat€’' s trangportation systems and
sarvices. In metropolitan aress, the plan indicates dl of the
trangportation improvement scheduled for funding over the next 20
years.

Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)-a forum for regiona
planning, collaboration, and decisonmaking, MPQOs are designated
agencies for metropolitan aress larger than 50,000 in population that
conduct regiond trangportation planning.

Mitigation-means to avoid, minimize, rectify, or reduce an impact,
and in some cases, to compensate for an impact.

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)—a law enacted in 1969
that established a nationa environmenta policy requiring that any
project usng Federal funding or gpprovd, including transportation
projects, examine the effects the proposa and dternative choices have
on the environment before a Federd decison is made.

Project Development-the phase a proposed project undergoes once
it has been through the planning process. The project development
phase is a more detailed analysis of a proposed project’s socid,
economic, and environmental impacts and various project dternatives.
What comes from the project development phaseis a decison reached
through negotiation among al affected parties, induding the public.
After a proposad has successfully passed the project development phase,
it may move to priminary engineering, design, and congtruction.




Public Hearing-a formd event held prior to adecison that gathers
community comments and positions from dl interested parties for
public record and input into decisons.

Public Meeting-a formd or informa event designed for a pecific
iSsue or community group where information is presented and input
from community residents is received.

Record of Decision (ROD)-a concise decison document for an
environmental impact statement that states the decision (selected
dternative or choice), other dternatives considered; and mitigation
adopted for the selected aternative or choice.

State Department of Transportation (State DOT)-a datewide
agency that is respongble for conducting transportation planning
activities in non-metropolitan aress of the State, and assiging MPOs in
trangportation planning for the metropolitan aress. State DOTs are dso
respongible for developing, designing, and congtructing most of the
projects on mgjor highways in most States.

Statewide Transportation Improvement Program  (STIP)-prepared
by the State DOT s, the STIP is a staged, multiyear listing of projects
proposed for Federd, State, and loca funding encompassing the entire
State. It isacompilation of the TIPs (see TIP) prepared for the
metropolitan areas, as wdl as project information for the non-
metropolitan areas of the State and for transportation between cities.
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Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21)-a law
enacted in 1998, TEA-21 authorized Federal funding for transportation
investment for the time period spanning fiscal year 1998 to fiscd year
2003. Approximately $218 billion in funding was authorized, the
largest amount in higtory, and is used for highway, transit, and other
surface transportation programs.

Transportation Improvement Program (TIP)-a staged, multiyear
(typicaly three to five years) lising of surface transportation projects
proposed for Federd, State, and local funding within a metropolitan
area. MPOs are required to prepare a TIP as a short-range programming
document to complement its long-range transportation plan. TIPs
contain projects with committed funds over a multiyear period.

Transportation Planning-a  collaborative process of examining
demographic characteristics and travel patternsfor agiven area. This
process shows how these characteristics will change over a given period
of time, and evauates aternatives for the trangportation system of the
area and the most expeditious use of local, State, and Federa
trangportation funding. Long-range planning is typicdly done over a
period of twenty years; short-range programming of specific projects
usualy covers a period of three to five years.
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